The Second World War killed roughly five times as many people as did the first, brought untold destruction to civilian populations, and in its final throes unleashed a horror that could -and still can -wipe out life on earth. The facts, and logic, dictate that if any images dominate poetry they should be those of Hiroshima, Dachau, and Stalingrad. Certainly these images appear frequently in modern writing, but it is far easier to find the images of the Great War… 2 Stephen's historical 'logic', for anyone writing poetry post-1945, seems irrefutable.
Nor is the legacy straightforwardly attributable to the literary reputations of its frontline combatants, and their subsequent influence on an Anglophone poetic tradition. If one looks to the 'bigger' war historically, one might also look for the 'bigger' and more influential names of modern literature. As Paul Fussell puts it: 'The roster of major innovative talents who were not involved with the war is long and impressive.
2 It includes Yeats, Woolf, Pound, Eliot, Lawrence, and Joyce -that is, the masters of the modern movement. It was left to lesser talents…to recall in literary form a war they had actually experienced. Sassoon, Graves, and Blunden are clearly writers of the second rank.' 3 Yet the facts speak for themselves -in the war's pervasive presence through the literature of the last century; in a continuing fascination with Owen, Rosenberg, Thomas, and other literary casualties of 1914-18; and in the seemingly insatiable appetite for more work on the subject that the war still generates. As Stephen goes on to note, 'The Great War seems to exert a terrible and perhaps terrified fascination over the modern imagination, and not only in terms of poetry'. The more the Great War is explicated, rationalised, and demythologised by historians, literary critics, writers, film-makers, journalists, et al, who feel the compulsion to 'go over the ground again' But that is not new. Whenever war is spoken of I find
The war that was called Great invades the mind:
The grey militia marches over land
A darker mood of grey
Where fractured tree-trunks stand … These things I see,
But they are only part
Of what it is that slyly probes the heart… 11 The poem is pulled towards the traditional, even the cliched; its landscape is 'learned' from literary and cultural representation, not experienced directly; what 'invades the mind' here is less the war than inherited 'memory' of it. The poem draws on all the expected Great War elements -'iron brambles', 'corpses on the wire', 'Duckboards, mud and rats', the 'bugle's hoarse, sweet cry', 'grey earth', 'crimson flowers' -to end, tellingly, with the war's own end in a 'sepia November'. If the poet isn't wearing 5 rose-tinted spectacles, he is nonetheless aware of the 'sepia' tint of memory, the lure of nostalgic images that both soften and preserve. 12 Scannell, in some respects a relatively slight poet, here acknowledges that which The people are not detached enough from the stone, as if they were only halfborn from the earth, and the graves are too near the surface. A disaster seems to hang around in the air there for a long time. I can never escape the impression that the whole region is in mourning for the First World War. 14 Hughes's mud, blood and violence in the 1950s and 1960s are less stylised and sepiatinted than they are visceral and immediate: in 'Six Young Men', the photograph of local men doomed to die in the Great War that inspires the poem may be 'faded and ochre-tinged', but it becomes the site of 'contradictory permanent horrors' that 'shoulder out / One's own body from its instant and heat'. 15 'Bayonet Charge', another poem which shows his debt to Owen, is a nightmare reliving, over and over again, of trauma, another 'permanent horror[s]: 'Suddenly he awoke and was running -raw / In raw-seamed hot khaki, his sweat heavy…'. 16 In his introduction to Keith Douglas's poems, Hughes writes:
Owen carried about, in his pocket, photographs of trench horrors which he would evidently have liked to see magnified and put on public display in The fields were jumping and smoking; the thorns Quivered, riddled with the glass verticals.
[…]
The hill where the hare crouched with clenched teeth.
Rain plastered the land till it was shining
Like hammered lead, and I ran… 25 The poem is in part derivative of Owen's 'Exposure', where 'war lasts, rain soaks'
and 'Dawn…Attacks once more in ranks on shivering ranks of grey', or of 'Spring
Offensive' where 'the sky burned / with fury against them'. 26 Its language intimates the moments immediately before and during a trench warfare attack; the tramp in the ditch is taken 'for dead'; the 'keeper's gibbet had owls and hawks / By the neck'. The war becomes more than the sum of its parts in Hughes, here less an 'instrument of policy' that must 'bear its character…measure with its scale', as Clausewitz defined war, 27 than a life/death struggle with the 'predatory, destructive character of nature', of which man is yet still a part. 28 The sheer size of Hughes's oeuvre, and the growing epic ambition of his poem-sequences, are also telling: the poet rains down death and violence, blood and dismemberment, the verbal excess of the poems encompassing both the darkness and a resistance to it, as if the language itself is a counter-blasting life force. In 'Scapegoats and Rabies', the 'dead millions' of ghost-soldiers are:
Marching in their boots, blindfold and riddled, Rotten heads on their singing shoulders,
The blown-off right hand swinging to the stride Of the stump-scorched and blown-off legs Helpless in the terrible engine of the boots. 29 Trying to explain the incommunicability of the Great War experience in language, Robert Graves observed that 'you can't communicate noise. Noise never stopped for one moment -ever'. 30 That noise is the sound of death; but to hear it is to be among As your voice now is locked inside my head,
I yet was held secure, waiting my turn. 31 The landscape becomes, in Longley's poetry, the origin of much that follows in the 20 th century, as the historical fault-lines of the Great War period continue to haunt Irish history. Yet as 'In Memoriam' makes clear, it is the private rather than public utterance here -the grief for a father 'lingering in the hall, your bowels on fire, / Tears in your eyes, and all your medals spent' -which gives the poet his elegiac voice.
For Longley, as for Hughes, the Great War is an enduring legacy, one which increases in significance through his own development; but in contrast to Hughes, it does not become the archetype for a Manichean struggle between the forces of light and dark.
Rather, it is a testing ground for poetry's capacity both to remember honestly, and potentially to heal. As he was 'held secure' by the past, that past, it is intimated, will To the children, to a bewildered wife, I think 'Sorry Missus' was what he said. 32 The 'landscape of dead buttocks' in 'Wounds' over which his father followed for 'fifty years' is a permanent condition: past and present are telescoped into a terrifying continuity. War is no longer something incomprehensible and 'elsewhere' since it encroaches on domestic, private space. So from its private, familial beginnings, the Great War has expanded, looking forwards as well as backwards, to become the direct subject of more than twenty of Longley's poems, indirectly informing many more - Since divergent versions of the war experience lay at the heart of those opposed identities, it is not surprising that the war's legacy should have proved so contested nor that Irish war experiences -North and South, male and female, military and civilian, unionist and nationalist -should so rarely be placed in a common framework. and could find a way to save them.
